The* Ancient Worlds of Asia
dimensional painted to relief on the lateral walls. The principal deity's haloes are also painted; some of them are magnificent, made of'flames which rise to the heavens where knights and gandharvas throng together amidst stylised clouds. The lateral walls are also frequently decorated with mandalas. We shall pause to look at one of these in detail. This is a representation of the Sukhav'ati ("The Paradise in the West"), the residence of Amitabha, a supreme deity and the one most frequently worshipped in Eastern Asia.
Amidst a fine group of terraces overlooking Lake Sukhavati, Amitabha is majestically seated on a lotus flower and surrounded by the Bodhisattvas Avalokiteshvara and Mahas-tamaprapa and lesser deities. All the Gods are resplendent with brilliantly coloured circular haloes. From these terraces a carpeted bridge leads to a smaller one where, between two rows of musicians, an aspara, or heavenly dancer, is exhibiting her art. From this another bridge leads to other lateral terraces on each of which a Buddha is enthroned, surrounded by Bodhisattvas. Finally a bridge, reaching down to the lower edge of the painting, leads to the lotus pond where Bodhisattvas are sitting on lotus flowers and where they will stay for eternity. The five great deities are sheltered by richly decorated canopies. In the background the celestial hosts are flying on clouds over the "Palaces of Joy". This is typical of all Sino-Tibetan mandalas of the period. By their structure, based on a series of overlapping triangles, in accordance with the permanent laws of optics and perspective, like the great compositions of the Italian Renaissance, and by their wonderful harmony of colours, these hieratic paintings produce, like the counterpoint of a Bach fugue, a compelling and everlasting impression, whatever one's individual artistic tastes.
In addition to a wealth of Buddhist images and decorations the "Grottoes of the thousand Buddhas" contain hundreds of historical compositions some of which, although only indirectly connected with the Church of the Mahayana, are nevertheless of priceless documentary value in the study of landscape and historical paintings of the T'ang period. Very few of these paintings have survived.
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